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Half a century ago the State Department set up a 
.special training program in which its young men 
.1 destined to serve in China were educated in the 
language, history and culture of that poultry. The 
result was that by World War II we had in China what 

1.^ Eric Sevareid called “the ablest group pf young 
diplomats I have ever seen in' a single American 
mission abroad.” 

The China Hands is a fluid accourit — often 
ironically funny as expertise abroad mires down in' 
domestic ignorance and prejudice — • of what hap- 
pened to roughly a score of these trained men. Their 
problem was that they did their job as they had been 
trained to do it, reporting the Chinese scene 
realistically and accurately, and had their careers 
wrecked for their pains. ; 

When, for example, they reported that Chiang Kai- 
shek s corrupt Nationalist government was losing the 
support of the Chinese people and opening the way for 
a Communist triumph', and when their warnings were 
borne'out by history^ they were blamed by the Cold 
War mentality in the United States . for “losing 
China.” 

E.J. Kahn’s story is poignant^ consuming reading 
for anyone who was there at the time and knew and 
worked with many of the men involved. For anyone' 
else, it is that and much more — a detailed 
illumination of a now^fading period, critical in our 
history,, in the same way a. microscope focussed on a 
drop of water discloses a teeming community of 
activity. 

, . The . shabby treatment meted out to, the young < 
diplomats of the China service was rooted in the same 
reservoirs of ignorance, prejudice and political avarice 
that locked the United States into two decades of Cold 

. War, the McCarthy period and two wars. The 
probability is that if the diplomats in China had been 
listened to, Communist China would have been, at 
least neutral at the start, because Mao Tse-tung, like 
Sun Yat-seh before him, turned to Soviet Russia for 
aid only after being rebuffed by America and the 
West. Equally arguable is the proposition that if 
Washington had listened to its own experts in China 
there might never have been a Korean War — at least 
not one involving the Peoples Republic of China — or 
the even deadlier American misadventure in Vietnam. 

But the China specialists were not listened to. Too 


many Americans had the fixed idea that Chiang Kai- 
shek could do no wrong. To the China hands J Chiang 
was more interested in fighting the Communists — 
when he had to — than the Japanese, and after the 
waf could be seen clearly to be losing the Chinese 
popularity contest. When Chiang finally -fled the 
niainland in 1949, the China hands were punished 
I with a peculiarly American form of bureaucratic and 
political harrassment which suggests nothing quite so 
yiyidly as the ancient Persian practice of beheading 

the messenger who brings the bad hews. 

Some were “lucky” and got shunted off to posts 
around the vvor Id — anywhere but Asia — to serve out 
then-, careers in. places like Reykjavik, Tangier, 
Dusseldorf or Rome, where their , Chinese experience 
was safely insulated from Asian affairs; Others were 
dess fortunate. Jack Service was fired, finally, by il 
I Secretary of State Dean Acheson. During the John 
Foster Dulles era others were driven into early 
retirement. John Paton Davies Jr. quit in disgust and . 
turned to making fine hardwood furniture in Peru to 

support his wife and seven children. 

Kahn presents these men in the same human terms 
one remembers them personally — not as heroes, 
although they accepted danger routinely and without 
complaint — but as trained specialists who enjoyed 
their work and did it well as a matter of course. 

-One of those forced into early retirement was Ed 
Xlubb, whose second career has been as a New York 
writer and academician. In 1932 this qbiet, studious 
man had written the first serious assessment by any 
American of the largely unknown Chinese Communist 
•movement. Yet in 1937 at Peking he acted quickly to 
save a squad of mounted U.S. Marines from the 
Chinese garrison which mistook the Leathernecks for 
part of the encircling Japanese Army. Shouting in 
Chinese that the Marines were friends, Ed. dashed 
between them and the Chinese garrison to stop the 
shooting. One Marine was nicked, and it was Ed who 
drove him to the hospital after talking (the squad - 
through the Chinese lines, Like most correspondents 
there at the time, I dealt with Ed for years, but never 
heard of this incident until I read Kahn’s account of 

John Davies was a suave and sophisticated^ type 
who, with Eric Sevareid, made his first parachute 
jump from a stricken transport plane flying oyer the 
Hump during the war. SeVareid credits Davies with- 
being the coolest head in the crowd as the survivors 
fought their way through the Japanese-held jungle to 
safety. "v X 

^ Then there was George Atcheson, who simply lbst 
his life after the war when his plane ditched in the 
Pacific. •/. * 

And Jack Service, like Davies born in China, 
probably saw more of Mao Tse-tung and Chou En-lai 
during the war than any other American. He was 
fired but fought back, taking his case all the way to 
the U.S. Supreme Court to win reinstatement.. He 


endea his career at Liverpool as consul. He lives in 
retirement in Berkeley, and twice has visited the 
Pe ^ e J 1 R T" CSil ; Ce , the 1972 rapprochement, 

^ Fmally, Kahn includes such nice bite as the time in 
Chungking when Ambassador. Pat Hurley the fast- 
draw general from Oklahoma, pulled a gun on Art 
Ringwalt because he didn’t I ke a rendrt iT!? 



All YTabningion, in 1945, I actually heard 
Hurley describe the Chinese Communists as "LS 
reformers” whom he likened to Republic^ in 
Oklahoma because they were the party out of power 

uubh Ringwalt and more than a dozen'others did 
not, with results we now are beginning to summon uD 
the courage to examine with so me obj^rtivity. P • 
tostu fy-^cm>„,^Ji sabrisk . 

examinlT 8 ? x P | ? rat,on of the field to be 
a mined a period in which a new superpower 

developed warts aiong with its muscle. Th^tour is 

' men dl wh ed company, that of good and' true 

men yvho were assessed brutally for mistakes thev 
nevfcr made and sought — a 


